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HELENA, HERACLIUS, AND THE TRUE CROSS

Hans A. Pohlsander
SUNY, Albany: Emeritus

More than three hundred years stand between the empress Helena, or
St. Helena, and the Byzantine emperor Heraclius. This chronological
distance has not been a hindrance to a very close association of the
two personalities with each other. The link is not dynastic but
thematic; it is provided by the Holy Cross, or the True Cross, i. e. the
very cross of Christ's passion. It is the purpose of this article to show
the manifestation of this link in the religious literature and
ecclesiastical art of the Middle Ages and in the liturgy to this day.1
Helena was born c. 248-249 to parents of humble
circumstances. The place of her birth most likely was Drepanum in
Bithynia, later called Helenopolis by her son Constantine; claims of
other cities, such as Trier or Colchester, must be rejected. She died c.
328-329 in an eastern city, possibly Nicomedia or Constantinople.
She was buried in the imperial mausoleum on Rome's Via Labicana.
Her porphyry sarcophagus, now in the Vatican Museum, is an
important monument of late Roman art. When and where she
accepted Christianity is not recorded; we do know that she became
an energetic supporter of Constantine's pro-Christian policies. The
most important and most c e l e b r a t e d event in her life was a
pilgrimage to the Holy Land, undertaken when she was already of
advanced age, c. 326-328. A persistent and cherished, but
questionable tradition has credited her with the inventio (discovery)
1
This article is an expanded version of a paper given on 13 July 2004 at a session of
the International Medieval Congress in Leeds, U.K.
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of the True Cross in the course of that pilgrimage.2
References to Helena are widely scattered in such
primary literary sources as Eusebius' Life of Constantine3 the
Chronicle of St. Jerome, 4 the funeral oration held by St.
Ambrose for the Emperor Theodosius, 5 the ecclesiastical
histories of Socrates and Sozomen 6, and the Liber Pontificalis.7
These references are supplemented by epigraphical,
numismatical, and archaeological evidence. The longest and
most important medieval text on St. Helena is a vita written c.
850-860 by the monk Altmann, or Allmann, at Hautvillers
(near Rheims).8 This vita partakes of the character of a
homily or panegyric and contains much that is not history.
The story of the inventio of the Cross by Helena is also told in
a number of other vitae and in liturgical books, both from the
Latin west and the Byzantine east.9
2
Richard Klein, “Helena II (Kaiserin),” Reallexikon für Antike und
Christentum, 14 (1998), 355-75; Stephan Borgehammar, How the Holy Cross Was
Found: From Event to Medieval Legend. Dissertation, Uppsala University (Stockholm,
1991); Jan Willem Drijvers, Helena Augusta: the Mother of Constantine the Great and
the Legend of Her Finding of the True Cross (Leiden, 1991); Hans A Pohlsander,
Helena: Empress and Saint (Chicago, 1995).
3
The Life of Constantine. Introduction, translation, and commentary by
Averil Cameron and Stuart G. Hall in Clarendon Ancient History Series (Oxford and
New York 1999).
4

Rudolf Helm, ed., Die Griechischen Christlichen Schriftsteller (Berlin, 1956).

5

Borgehammar, 60-6; Drijvers, 108-13; Pohlsander, Helena, 105.

6

Drijvers, 102-04, 107-08.

7
Raymond Davis, The Book of the Pontiffs (Liber Pontificalis), Translated
Texts for Historians, Latin Series, V (Liverpool, 1989); Louise Ropes Loomis, The Book
of the Popes (New York, 1916, rpt. 1965).
8

Bibliotheca Hagiographica Latina, 3772: Acta Sanctorum, Aug. III (ed. 1867),

580-99.
9
Pohlsander, Helena, 213-17. See now Mark Edwards, Constantine and
Christendom, Translated Texts for Historians, 39 (Liverpool, 2003). The fest of the
inventio or invention (the Latin term is very much to be preferred) of the Cross was
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Works of medieval art which narrate the story of St.
Helena and the True Cross are quite common. One might
mention, for instance, the delicately carved Kelloe Cross of
the 12th century, 10 the wonderful Stavelot Triptych, also of the
12th century, 11 a 13th century relief on the west face of the
Rheims cathedral, 12 two illuminations in a 14th century
breviary in the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris,13 or a cycle of
late 15th century Byzantine wall paintings in a church in the
Troodos Mountains of Cyprus.14
previously observed in the West, but was suppressed by Pope John XXII in 1960. See
Pohlsander, Helena, 115, with n. 88. Closely associated with the inventio is the
verificatio of the Cross. According to some accounts the search brought to light not just
one cross but three crosses. Which was Christ’s cross? St. Ambrose claimed that
Christ’s cross still had with it the famous titulus, Iesus Nazarenus Rex Iudaeorum. But
just a few years later the historian Rufinus reports that the three crosses were applied to
the body of a gravely ill lady; the one which instantly restored the lady to full health was
Christ’s cross, of course. An even more miraculous version is given by Paulinus of Nola
at about the same time. The crosses are applied to the body of a dead man being carried
to his burial; the one which restores him to life is Christ’s cross.
10

Fritz Saxl, English Sculptures of the Twelfth Century (Boston, 1956), 67-8
and plts. XCVI-XCVIII; Andreas and Judith A. Stylianou, By This Conquer (Nicosia,
1971), 49-53 and figs. 28, 28a, 28b.
11
William M. Voelkle in Pierpont Morgan Library, The Stavelot Triptych:
Mosan Art and the Legend of the True Cross (New York, 1980), 9-25 and ills. 1-9, with
earlier bibliography, 26; Marie-Madeline S. Gauthier, Les routes de la foi (Fribourg,
1983, 50-3; Marilyn Aronberg Lavin, The Place of Narrative: Mural Decoration In
Italian Churches, 431-1600 (Chicago, 1990), 103-05 with fig. 79.
12

Hans Reinhardt, La cathédrale de Rheims, (Paris, 1963), 168 and ill. facing
137; Stylianou, By This Conquer, 53-5 with fig. 29; Peter Kurman, La façade de la
cathédrale de Rheims (Paris, 1987), v. I: 198-200 and v. II: plts. 402-04.
13
The so-called Breviary of Belleville, illuminated by Jean Pucelle. Two
illustrations on the same folio depict the inventio and verificatio respectively, Ms. Lat.
10483-84. V. I, folio 178r. Victor Leroquais, Les bréviaires manuscrits des bibliothèques
publiques de France, III (Paris, 1934), 198-210, no. 599, esp. 207, and plt. XXXI.
14
The Church of the Holy Cross of Agiasmati near the village of Platanistasa.
This cycle is the work of a painter named Philip Goul and dates from 1494. Andreas and
Judith A. Stylianu, The Painted Churches of Cyprus (London, 1985), 39-40, 186-8, 198205 with figs. 113-16, 125, 216 with figs. 125 and 218. Further references in Pohlsander,
Helena, 231,n. 33.
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There are many more in which, while there is no narrative,
Helena is readily identified by her attributes, a large cross
cradled in her arms or the three holy nails in her hand. One
exceptionally beautiful manuscript illumination (fig. 1) is from
the 1440s. Here Helena, with crown and nimbus and dressed in
fig. 1: St. Helena Before the Cross
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a red mantle, kneels before a large golden cross. Her features
are delicate; her hands are stretched out toward the cross, but
are not touching it. The cross is silhouetted against a dark-blue
sky studded with stars.15
We are on firmer ground as we turn to the life of the
Byzantine emperor Heraclius. 16
Having overthrown his
predecessor, the tyrannical emperor Phocas, Heraclius was
crowned emperor on 5 October 610 and reigned until his death on
11 February 641. At the time of his accession Heraclius found the
Byzantine Empire in a precarious situation. Avars and Slavs had
invaded the Balkan provinces, and the Persians threatened the
eastern provinces. In 614 the Persians under King Chosroes I I (or
Chosrau), after a three-week siege, captured Jerusalem, massacred
a good share of the Christian population, led thousands of
Christians into captivity, devastated the sacred places, and--all
important in the present context--took away the True Cross. Only
quite a few years later was Heraclius granted a triumph over the
Persians. In 627 his troops won a splendid victory at Nineveh, and
in 628 the Persians were forced to make peace, setting free all their
Byzantine captives and withdrawing from Byzantine territory,
including the city of Jerusalem. In 630 the Persians also returned
15

Cornell University Library, 4600 Bd. Ms. 20+++; formerly MS B 50++, folio
28v. Seymour de Ricci and William Jerome Wilson, Census of Medieval and
Renaissance Manuscripts in the United States and Canada, 3 vols. (New York, 1935-40,
rpt. 1961), II, 1237. Robert G. Calkins, “A Lombard Gradual at Cornell,” Cornell
Library Journal, 6 (1968), 1-48, esp. 10-13 with plt. 6; and by the same “Medieval and
Renaissance Illuminated Manuscripts in the Cornell University Library,” Cornell Library
Journal, 13 (1972), 1-95 at 65, no. 34; also his Illuminated Books of the Middle Ages
(Ithaca, 1983), 199-200 and color plt. 24a.
16
Hans A. Pohlsander, “Heraclius, byzantinishcher Kaiser, 610-641,” in
Biographische-Bibliographisches Kirchenlexikon, 19 (2001), 654-71. A recent and
excellent biography of Heraclius is that by Walter E. Kaegi, Heraclius: Emperor of
Byzantium (Cambridge and New York, 2003). A fine collection of specialized studies if
found in Gerrit J. Reinink and Bernard H. Stolte, eds., The Reign of Heraclius (610-641):
Crisis and Confrontation, in Groningen Studies in Cultural Change, II (Leuven, 2002).
Among the many books on Byzantine History, Warren Treadgold, A History of the
Byzantine State and Society (Stanford, 1997), 287-310, 328-9, 387, is to be especially
recommended.
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the True Cross, the very one which they had abducted in 614. On
21 March 630, according to some researchers, or on 21 March 631,
according to others, Heraclius in person triumphantly returned the
sacred relic to Jerusalem.17 The recovery of the Cross made
Heraclius a more familiar figure in western Europe than most
Byzantine emperors. There is a place for him even on the
triumphal arch ("Ehrenpforte") which Albrecht Dürer designed for
the Emperor Maximilian in 1515-1517. (fig. 2) Heraclius is
flanked by Justinian on the left and by Charlemagne on the right,
and the legend below his bust identifies him as "Eraclius Erfechter
des heiligen Kreuzes" (Heraclius who recovered the Holy Cross).18

17

This, of course, was not an entire cross, but merely a fragment. Painters,
however, always depict him carrying an entire cross. On the date see the following: for
the year 630 see Anatole Frolow, “La Vraie Croix et les expeditions d’Héraclius en
Perse,” Revue des études byzantines, ll (1953), 88-105. For the year 631 see Cyril
Mango, “Héraclius, Sahrvraz et la Vraie Croix,” Travaux et Memoires, 9 (1985), 105-18.
18
This arch is a large print consisting of 192 separate woodcuts and measuring
almost twelve feet high and ten feet wide. A fine colored exemplar is owned by the
Kupferstichkabinett of the Staatliche Museen zu Berlin AM 535-1980. The sixth set of
imperial bust, from the top, on the left side of the arch, the work of Dürer’s assistant Hans
Springinklee, includes, left to right, Justinian, Heraclius, and Charlemagne. Willi Kurth,
The Complete Woodcuts of Albrecht Dürer (New York, 1963), nos. 273-92; Wolfgang
Hütt, Albrecht Dürer 1471 bis 1528: Das gesamte graphische Werk (Munich, 1970), II,
1630-63; Hanna Dornik-Eger, Albrecht Dürer and die Druckgraphik für Kaiser
Maximilian I (Vienna,1971), 58-60, no. 34; Walter L. Strauss, Albrecht Dürer: Woodcuts
and Woodblocks (New York, 1980), 500-507; Thomas Ulrich Schauerte, Die Ehrenpforte
für Kaiser Maximilian I: Dürer und Altdorfer im Dienst des Herrschers (Munich and
Berlin, 2001), esp. 312, nos. 17 and 392, “Herrscherfolge” 6; Susan Dackermann,
Painted Prints: The Revelation of Color in Northern Renaissance & Baroque
Engravings, Etchings & Woodcuts (Exhibition catalog: Baltimore, 2002), 123-5.
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fig. 2: Justinian, Heraclius, & Charlemagne

The loss of the Cross to the Persians and its recovery by
Heraclius are these events gave rise to a charming legend which
is told in a Latin text called Reversio Sanctae Crucis and dating
from c. 800. The text of this legend is here given in full, because
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it is charming, and because it is the focus of this essay:
When the emperor, riding on a splendid horse and
dressed in his imperial robes, came from the Mount of
Olives and wanted to enter the city through the same
gate through which once our Lord had entered when
he came to his Passion, suddenly the stones of the gate
fell down and joined to a solid wall. The emperor and
his attendants were surprised and amazed. Greatly
worried, they looked up and saw in the heavens the
sign of the cross, glowing in fiery splendor. An angel
of the Lord took it into his hands, stood above the gate
and spoke: `When the King of the heavens, the Lord of
the whole world, entered through this gate, on his way
to fulfill the mysteries of the Passion, he did not
appear in purple and with a shiny diadem. And he did
not ask for a strong horse to carry him, but riding on
the back of a humble donkey he gave to his servants
an example of humility.' When the angel had said this
he quickly returned to heaven. Then the emperor
rejoiced in the Lord because of the angel's visit, laid
down the emblems of his imperial dignity, and rushed
forward, barefoot and clad only in a tunic of linen.
Carrying the Lord's cross in his hands, tears in his
face, and his eyes turned to heaven, he made his way
to the gate. As soon as he arrived there in humility,
the hard stones understood the heavenly command,
and at once the gate rose on its own accord and
granted unrestricted admission. 19

There is no mention of this miracle in contemporary
Byzantine sources such as Georgios Pisides (7 th century) 20 or

19

Rather inaccurate texts are found in Hrabanus Maurus, homily 70, Reversio
sanctae atque gloriossimae crucis domini Jesu Christi, in J. P. Migne, Patrologia Latina,
CX, 121-4, and in Boninus Mombritius (Bonino Mombrizio), Sanctuarum seu Vitae
Sanctorum, ed. nova (Paris, 1910), I, 379-81. A more accurate text has kindly been
provided to me by Dr. Stephan Borgehammar of the University of Lund.
20
Poemi, ed. Agostini Pertusi, with Italian translation and commentary, in
Studia Patristica et Byzantina, 7 (Ettal, 1959).
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Antiochos Strategos (7th century); 21 the historian Theophanes
the Confessor 22 of the early 9th century is equally silent about
it. Indeed, there is no mention of it in all of Byzantine
literature, and the origin of the legend must be sought in the
West.23 There it is told repeatedly.
The Deutsche Kaiserchronik of c. 1150, the work of a
nameless cleric in Regensburg, is a lengthy epic poem (17283
verses).24 It contains the legend of Heraclius in lines 1113811351. A few years later another nameless author wrote the Buch
der Könige niuwêr e or Prosakaiserchronik.25 It offers the same
material, but in a shorter form and with some variants; it is also
more narrative and less didactic in nature than the Kaiserchronik.
In the last quarter of the 12th century the French poet
Gautier d'Arras wrote Eracle, a verse romance of 6570 lines. In
21

His text is available only in a Georgian translation, ed Gérard Baritte, Corpus
Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium, 203, Scriptores Iberici, 12 (1960).
22

Theophanes Confessor (c. 760-817), Chronographia. See now the English
translation and commentary by Cyril Mango and Roger Scott (Oxford, 1997), esp. AM
6101-AM 6132.
23

Michael Menzel, “Gottfried von Bouillon and Kaiser Heraclius,” Archiv für
Kulturgeschichte, 74 (1992), 1-21.
24

Edward Schröder, ed. in Monumenta Germanica Historica, Dt. Chron., I, 1
(Hannover, 1882, rpt. 1969), 285-89; Klaus Gysi et al., Geschichte der deutschen
Literatur von den Anfängen bis zur Gegenward, I, 2: Erwald Erb, Geschichte der
deutschen Literatur von den Anfängen bis 1160, II (Berlin, 1965), 717-24; Eberhard
Nellmann, “Kaiserchronik,” in Die deutsche Literatur des Mittelalters: Verfasserlexikon,
IV (1982-83), 949-64.
25

Hans Ferdinand Massmann, ed., Buch der Kkoenige alter und neuêr Ee, in
Alexander von Daniels, Land- und Lehenrechtbuch, I: Rechtsdenkmäler des deutschen
Mittelalters, III (Berlin, 1860), CXXI-CCXXIV; Karl August Eckhardt, ed.,
Schwabenspiegel, Studia Juris Suevici, I (Aalen, 1975), 174-258; Hubert Herkomer, “Das
Buch der Könige alter e und niuwêr e”, in Verfasserlexikon, 2nd ed., I (1978), 1089-92;
Kathrym Smits, “Zweimal Heraclius,” in Hugo Moser, Heinz Rupp, and Hugo Steger,
eds., Deutsche Sprache: Geschichte und Gegenward, Festschrift für Friedrich Maurer
(Bern and Munich, 1978), 155-67. This article contains (156-7) the text of the
Chrosroes-Heraclius episode and of the episode of Heraclius before the gates of
Jerusalem.
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the third part of this work he tells at length of the inventio and
verificatio of the Cross by Helena (lines 5093-5302) and then at
even greater length of Heraclius' victory over Chosroes and of
Heraclius' entry into Jerusalem: how he approaches the city with
imperial pomp, how the gate, by a miracle, closes before him,
how he humbles himself, how he prays for forgiveness, and how
the gate, by another miracle, opens for him (lines 5303-6508).26
The Middle High German Eraclius is an adaptation of the
French Eracle. It was written, perhaps, some twenty years after its
model, by a poet who is known only as Otte and whose precise dates
and locale are not reported. In the third part of his work, for which
he apparently used additional sources, he also tells the events before
the gates of Jerusalem (lines 5361-5443).27
Jacobus de Voragine (c. 1228/1230 - 1298), in his famous
Legenda Aurea (first edition c. 1260), tells both the story of the
inventio and verificatio of the Cross by Helena and the story of the
return of the Cross by Heraclius, the former in Chapter LXVIII (feast
of the Invention of the Cross, 3 May) and the latter in Chapter
CXXXVII (feast of the Exaltation of the Cross, 14 September). In
the former he is very much aware of different and conflicting reports
on Constantine's baptism, Helena's birthplace, and the verificatio of
the Cross. In the latter he gives an account differing little from that
given above, but then adds a list of various miracles which
26

Guy Ramond de Lage, ed. (Paris, 1976). W. C. Calin, “On the Chronology of Gautier
d’Arras,” Modern Language Quarterly, 20 (1959), 181-96 and by the same “Structure
and Meaning in the Eracle by Gautier d’Arras,” Symposium, 16 (1962), 275-87; Anthime
Fourrier, Le courant réaliste dans le roman courtois en France au Moyen Age, I: Les
débuts (XIIe siècle) (Paris, 1960), 179-275, esp. 209; D. A. Trotter, Medieval French
Literature and the Crusades (1100-1300) (Paris, 1988), 130-2.
27

Winfried Frey, ed. in Göppinger Arbeiten zur Germanistik 348. Göppingen,
1983; Edith Feistner, Ottes “Eraclius” vor dem Hintergrund der französischen Quelle
(Göppinger Arbeiten zur Germanistik 470, Göppingen, 1987; Karen Pratt, Meister Otte’s
“Eraclius” as an Adaptation of “Eracle” by Gautier d’Arras (Göppinger Arbeiten zur
Germanistik 392, Göppingen,1987; Wolfgang Walliczek, “Otte I,” in Verfasserlexikon
Literatur, 7, 2nd ed. (1987), 199-203; Kurt Böttcher et al., Geschichte der deutschen
Literatür, Mitte des 12. bis Mitte des 13. Jahrhunderts (Berlin, 1990), 166-72; Edith
Feistner, “Otte” in Walter Killy, Literaturlexikon, 9 (1990), 44-55.
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supposedly accompanied the return of the Cross. Arranging his
material according to the church calendar, he does not link the two
stories.28 The Legenda Aurea was translated into French, English,
German, and Czech; it was drawn upon by other legendaries, such as
the South English Legendary.29 In German-speaking lands the
popularity of the Legenda Aurea was eventually eclipsed by that of
another legendary, Der Heiligen Leben.30
Martin von Oppau (Troppau), also Martinus Polonus or
Martinus Oppavensis (died 1278), in his Chronicon Pontificum et
Imperatorum (1st ed. 1265-1268), also tells the story of Heraclius:
This Heraclius, having defeated Persia and returning in glory,
led the Patriarch Zacharias and all the captive Christians back
to Jerusalem, carrying the Holy Cross, which he had regained
from Chosroes. He was dressed in imperial fashion, but
when he wanted to enter through the same gate through
which Christ, carrying the burden of the cross, had gone out
to his Passion, the gate was closed by divine power. Only
when Heraclius had humbled himself did it open again to
admit him. When the Cross had thus been restored he
ordered that the feast of the Exaltation of the Cross be
observed annually.31

It will be observed that Martin's account differs somewhat
from others in that it refers to Christ leaving the city on his way to
28

Editions 1-3 by Th. Graesse (Leipzig and Dresden, 1846, 1850, and 1890,
rpt, Osnabrück, 1965), 303-11, 605-11; translated work by Granger Ryan and Helmut
Ripperger (London, 1941, rpt. New York, 1969), 269-76, 545-6.
29

For edition and critical literature see Pohlsander, Helena, 210, n. 49.

30
Inadequate edition by Severin Rüttgers, Der Heiligen Leben und Leiden,
anders genannt das Passional, 2 vs. (Leipzig, 1913); a new edition by Margit Brand, et
al., Der Heiligen Leben, Bd. 1, Der Sommerteil. Text- und Textgeschicht, 44 (Tübingen,
1966). See Konrad Kunze, “Der Heiligen Leben,” Verfasserlexikon, 3, 2nd ed. (1980/81),
617-25; Werner Williams-Krapp, “Der Heiligen Leben,” Literaturlexikon, 6 (1990), 1224.
31
Ludwig Weiland, ed., Monumenta Germanica Historica, Scriptores XXII,
377-475, at 457, lines 46-50.
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Calvary rather than to his entry into Jerusalem; thus the contrast
between Heraclius riding on a fine horse and Christ riding on a
humble donkey, and thus part of the moral, is lost.
Among the miracle plays which were popular in the late
Middle Ages there is the Augsburger Heiligkreuzspiel. It is named
after its only surviving manuscript, which can be dated to shortly
before 1 4 9 4 . 32 It consists of two parts, which were presented
over two days. The first part focuses on Constantine and Helena, the
second on Heraclius.33 The anonymous author clearly thought of the
Cross as a unifying element. It is to be noted, however, that he chose
not to treat the prehistory of the Cross in the Old Testament.34
Johannes Cuspinian (1473 Schweinfurt-1529 Vienna),
humanist, physician, rector of the University of Vienna, and librarian
and diplomat in the service of Maximilian I, tells it thus:
The emperor entered Jerusalem, carrying the wood of the
Lord's cross. But when he was about to carry it on his
shoulders to Mount Calvary he was prevented, as if by a
closed gate. Then he was admonished by the Patriarch
Zacharias (who had returned to his former position) that he
should lay aside all his imperial regalia and imitate the
way in which Christ had borne the cross. Then Heraclius
took off his triumphal robes, which were interlaced with
gold and jewels, and carried the cross barefoot and in
humility. Completing the rest of the way, he deposited it
in the very place from which it had been taken by the
Persians.35
32

Staats- und Stadtbibliothek Augsburg, 4o cod. H. 27, folios 47r-89v.
Editions by Aldelbert von Keller, Fastnachtspiele aus dem fünfzehnten Jahrhundert:
Nachlese (Stuttgart, 1858), 54-122, no 125, and Elke Ukena, Die deutschen Mirakelspiele
des Spätmittelalters (Studien und Teste). Bern and Frankfurt, 1975), II, 453-559.
33

Gerd Simon, Die erste deutsche Fastnachtsspieltradition (Lübeck, 1970), 2022; Ukena, Mirakelspiele, I, 223-51. Heinrich Biermann in Verfasserlexikon, 1 (1977),
528-30.
34
This pre-history involves the Tree of Life and the visit of the Queen of Sheba
to king Solomon. It is included in the famous cycle of frescoes which Piero della
Francesca completed in 1460 in the choir of St. Francesco in Arezzo.
35

De Caesaribus et Imperatoribus Romanorum opus insigne (ed. Basel, 1561),
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This version is substantially different from the one found
in the Reversio Sanctae Crucis. There is no intervention of an
angel, and Heraclius is on his way out of the city, to Mount
Calvary, rather than entering it. There are no depictions of the
recovery of the Cross by Heraclius or of his entry into Jerusalem
in Byzantine or post-Byzantine art, just as the miracle before the
gates of Jerusalem is not mentioned in Byzantine literature. But
Heraclius receives his share of attention in the visual arts of
Western Europe, and, predictably, it is the Heraclius of legend
rather than the Heraclius of history. Two such examples are:
An entire cycle of mural paintings, dating from the middle of
the 14th century and devoted to the exploits of Heraclius, is found in
the village church of Fraurombach (Schlitz) in Hesse. These
paintings were discovered and laid bare in 1901; they are,
unfortunately, quite faded today. Among the scenes identified the
following are pertinent:
1. Heraclius in combat with the son of Chosroes on a bridge.
2. Heraclius demanding of Chrosroes that he accept
Christianity.
3. Heraclius decapitating Chosroes.
4. Heraclius stopped by an angel before the gates of
Jerusalem. (fig. 3)
5. Heraclius entering Jerusalem as a penitent.

191 (Cited from an exemplar in the New York Public Library. Translation mine.) The
Latin version of this “Kaiserbuch” was first published in 1540, a German translation in
1541. On Cuspinian (Cuspinianus, earlier Johann Spiesshaimer), see further: Josef Ritter
von Aschbach, Geschichte der Wiener Universität, II (Vienna, 1877), 284-309, esp. 30607 on the De Caesaribus; Otto Rommel, Wiener Renaissance (3rd ed. Vienna, 1947), 37592; Hans Ankwicz-Kleehoven, Der Wiener Humanist Johannes Cuspinian, Gelehrter und
Diplomat zur Zeit Kaiser Maximilians I. (Graz and Cologne, 1959); Klaus Gysi, et al.,
Geschichte der deutschen Literatur von den Anfängen bis zur Gegenwart, IV: Joachim G.
Boeckh, et al., Geschichte der deutschen Literatur von1480 bis 1600 (Berlin, 1983), 1734; Hermann Wiesflecker, Kaiser Maximilian I., V (Munich, 1986), 367; Monika Franz,
“Cuspinianus, Johannes,” in Literaturlexikon, 2 (1989), 500.
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The entire cycle, it has been suggested, appears to be based on the
poet Otte's Eraclius. 36
fig. 3: Heraclius before Jerusalem

The Louvre holds an interesting panel painted by an Italian
painter who is known as Michele di Matteo da Bologna or
Michele di Matteo Lambertini, and who is believed to have been
active between 1416 and 1469. (fig. 4) Here Heraclius is
36

Gregor Richter, “Die mittelalterlichen Wandmalereien in der kirche zu
Frauombach, “ Fuldaer Geschichtsblätter, 6 (1907), 113-21, 168-74, 183-88; Alfred
Stange, Deutsche Malerei der Gotik, I (Berlin, 1934), 75-6; Dieter Groszzmann and
Gerhard Bott, Hessen: Baudenkmäler (Reclams Kunstführer, Deutschland, IV, 4th ed.
Stuttgart, 1972), 110; Georg Dehio and Ernst Gall, Handbuch der deutschen
Kunstdenkmäler: Hessen, 2nd ed. (Munich and Berlin, 1982), 268; Heinrich Sippel, Die
gotischen Wandmalerein in der Dorfkirche von Fraurombach im Schlitzerland (Schlitz im
Spiegel der Geschichte, Heft 16, 2nd ed. Schlitz, 1989); Michael Curschmann,
“Constantine-Heraclius: German Texts and Picture Cycles,” in Marilyn Aronberg Lavin,
ed., Piero della Francesca and his Legacy (Studies in the History of Art, 48.
Washington, D.C., 1995), 48-64; Herr Reinhold Horn, Stadtverwaltung Schlitz, has
kindly provided assistance.
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depicted as he is about to enter through an open gate; he is
barefoot, wears an artfully embroidered penitent's shirt but also
his crown, and carries a large cross.37
fig. 4: Penitent Heraclius

37
R. F. 30 (MN). Lawrence Gowing, Paintings in the Louvre (New York,
1987), 61. This painter is known to have executed some of the frescoes that decorate the
Baptistery of Siena and can be dated to 1447. See the following: Raimond van Marle,
The Development of the Italian Schools of Painting, XVI (The Hague, 1937, rpt. New
York, 1970), 233; Keith Christiansen, Laurence B. Kanter, and Carl Brandon Strehlke,
Painting in Renaissance Siena, 1420-1500 (New York, 1988), 45; Giulietta Chelazzi
Dini, Alessandro Andelini, and Bernardina Sani, Sienese Painting from Duccio to the
Birth of the Baroque (New York, 1998), 266. Two paintings by the same artist, a Mater
Dolorosa and a St. John the Evangelist, dating from c. 1440, are held by the Museum of
Art and Archaeology, University of Missouri, Columbia. Dr. Joan Stark, Associate
Curator, kindly provided the information.
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In the West Helena and Heraclius are associated with each
other in numerous works of medieval ecclesiastical art, such as two
or more frescoes of the same cycle, the wings of the same triptych, or
two or more illuminations in the same context. The return of the
Cross to Jerusalem by Heraclius becomes a parallel to the inventio
of the Cross by Helena. Here are some examples from France, Italy,
Germany, Switzerland, Spain, and Slovakia.
The Walters Art Gallery in Baltimore owns an incomplete
Book of Hours which stems from Rheims and dates from the end of
the 13th century.38 The Hours of the Cross, or Hours of the Passion,
are decorated with 12 historiated initials; one of these depicts
Constantine, three depict Helena, and two Heraclius.39 The sequence
begins with Constantine at the Battle of the Milvian Bridge (folio
95r); then we see two men digging, in the presence of a crowned
Helena, but no cross is visible yet (folio 98r). Next Helena adores a
cross (folio 114v), and a verificatio follows (folio 115v).
Heraclius is shown before the gates of Jerusalem in two scenes
(folios 117r and 118r).
In the Church of S. Croce in Florence, the walls of the
Alberti-Alamanni Chapel, the main chapel of the choir, are
decorated with frescoes pertaining to our subject. These frescoes
date from c. 1380, are the work of Agnolo Gaddi, and illustrate
the legends of the Cross. The south wall and the north wall each
are organized into a tympanum and three registers. The lowest
register of the south wall depicts both the inventio and the
verificatio in a single composition. In the top register of the north
wall Chosroes is seen removing the Cross from Jerusalem. In the
middle register Chosroes allows himself to be worshipped,
38
MS W. 98. See De Ricci and Wilson, I, 784, no. 170; Roger S. Wieck, Time
Sanctified (New York, 1988), 92, 172, cat. no. 5 and fig. 56; Lilian M. C. Randall, et. al.
Medieval and Renaissance Manuscripts in the Walters Art Gallery, I: France, 875-1420
(Baltimore, 1989), 119-23, no. 49.
39

Heraclius.

Folio 98r, 114r, and 115v, Helena; 95r, Constantine; 117r and 118r,
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Heraclius is visited, in his sleep, by an angel, and Heraclius and
the son of Chosroes are engaged in a duel on a bridge. In the
lowest register, on the left side, we see the decapitation of
Chosroes; in the middle background, continuing the composition
without division, Heraclius, on horseback and carrying a cross, is
stopped before the gates of Jerusalem by an angel; and on the
right side he approaches the gate barefoot and in penitent's dress,
but still wearing his crown. (fig. 5) The two walls are linked
together spatially and thematically; it is the Cross which links
them together. The dream of Heraclius is comparable to the
visions or dreams reportedly experienced by Constantine and
Helena.40

40

Of the abundant literature only a few titles are cited here: Adolfo Venturi,
Storia dell’arte italiana, V (Milan, 1907, rpt. Nendeiln, Liechtenstein, 1967), 817-27
with figs. 656-63; Van Marle, Italian Schools of Painting, III (The Hague, 1923), 539-44
with figs. 200-302; George Kaftal, Saints in Italian Art: Iconography of the Saints in
Tuscan Painting (Florence, 1952), 467-75 with figs. 555, 557; Bruce Cole, Agnolo Gaddi
(Oxford, 1977), 21-6, 79-81, and plts. 25-33; Emma Micheletti, Santa Croce (Florence,
1982), 26-7 with ills. 45-9; Roberto Salvini, in Umberto Baldini and Bruno Nardini,
Santa Croce: Kirche, Kapellen, Kloster, Museum (Stuttgart, 1985), 185-209; Marilyn
Aronberg Lavin, Place of Narrative, 99-103 with figs. 75-6, 105-10 with figs. 80-7 and
plts. 10-11. A small painting, attributed to the school of Agnoli Gaddi, of Heraclius’
entry into Jerusalem is held by the National Gallery in Prague, Inv. No. 0 11884. See
Sbirky Národní Balerie v Praze, Sternbersky Palác, Staré evropské umení (Prague, 1988),
60, 65, no. 52.
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fig. 5; Heraclius before the gates of Jerusalem

The Museo del’Opera dei Duomo in Siena holds eight
painted panels which once were part of an "arliqiera" (reliquary
cupboard) in the sacristy of the duomo. They are attributed to the
painter Benedetto di Bondo and can be dated to the year 1412. Six
panels pertain to the inventio and verificatio of the Cross by
Helena and two to the return of the Cross to Jerusalem by Heraclius:
1.
2.
3.
4.

The Jewish elders are gathered in conference.
Judas is being presented to Helena, who is crowned
and nimbed; she threatens to cast him into a fire.
Judas is, at Helena's command, lowered into a well
(or brought up from the well?).
The digging for the Cross begins.
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A young man is brought back to life by the touch of
the True Cross.
The Cross is being presented to Helena.
Heraclius approaches Jerusalem. He is stopped by an
angel; the gate has formed a solid wall.
A penitent Heraclius approaches the gate, which is
now open.

Not only does the Cross give thematic unity to the eight panels; the
two sequences of events merge into a single one.41
The Dumbarton Oaks Collection in Washington, D.C., holds
a Franconian tapestry of the last third of the 15th century. In the
center of this tapestry there is a crowned Helena, kneeling; behind
her are attendants. On the right side there is a combined verificatio
and inventio scene. A person revived from death is sitting on a
cross, while a workman is still vigorously swinging his hoe. On the
left side we see Heraclius before the gates of Jerusalem; he is
dismounted, wears a penitent's dress, and carries a large cross.42
In the crossing of the Church of St. Lawrence in Nuremberg
an altar of St. Catherine, donated by one Levinus Memminger, is of
interest in the present context. It has been dated to c. 1485-1490 and
was produced in the workshop of Michael Wolgemut. (fig. 6) The
inside of the right wing pertains to our subject. In the foreground we
see a bearded man kneeling on a cross, in the presence of a nimbed
and crowned Helena; this would appear to be a variation of the
verificatio. In the background, on the left, in a much smaller scale,
Heraclius, on horseback, is stopped before the gates of Jerusalem by
an angel; on the right we see him barefoot and in penitent dress

41
Van Marle, Italian Schools of Painting, II, 538 and fig. 347; Cesare Brandi,
Quattrocentisti Senesi (Milan, 1949), 29-33 and plts. 12-15; Dini, Angelini, and Sani,
Sienese Painting, 214-17.
42

Accession no. 15.1. See Betty Kurth, Die deutschen Bildteppiche des
Mittelalters (Vienna, 1926), I, 185, 270 and III, plt. 300; Heinrich Göbel, Wandteppiche
(Leipzig, 1923-1934), III:1, 168.
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approaching an open gate.43 Clearly St. Helena is the major subject
and Heraclius the minor subject in this panel, and the Cross provides
a thematic link.
fig. 6: Verificatio of Helena, & Heraclius before Jerusalem

43

Stange, Deutsche Malerei, IX (1958), 55-6 and ill. 97, and by the same,
Kritische Verzeichnis der deutschen Tafelbilder vor Dürer, III (Munich, 1978), 68, no.
129.
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A cycle of frescoes dating from the end of the 15th century is
found in the choir of the parish church in Wiesendangen near
Winterthur (Kt. Zürich).44 It had apparently been covered over at
the time of the Reformation and was re-discovered only in the course
of a renovation of the church in 1913/1914. Laid bare and expertly
restored, except for a few scenes lost to architectural changes, it tells
the story of the Cross more fully than some other cycles. Beginning
on the north wall of the choir, we "read" how Helena sails across the
sea to search for the True Cross, how she interrogates the Jews, how
she threatens to cast them into a fire, how she verifies the Cross (the
actual inventio seems to have been omitted), how she venerates the
Cross, and, in a unique scene, how she sails back to Constantinople,
carrying the Cross.45 On the south wall Chosroes is the subject of
three scenes: he leaves on campaign, presumably to take Jerusalem
and to capture the True Cross; he is seated in his palace with the
Cross behind him; and finally he is killed by Heraclius.46 The
combat between Heraclius and the son of Chosroes is also shown.47
But Heraclius' entry in Jerusalem and the Exaltation have been lost,
except for a few traces.48
Another example, also dating from the last third of the 15th
century, is provided by the central panel of an altar from the
workshop of the so-called Master of Liesborn.49 (fig. 7) This panel,
44
A history of the church and a detailed description of the frescoes is provided
by Hans Martin Gubler, Die Kunstdenkmäler des Kantons Zürich, VIII: Der Bezirk
Winterthur, nördlicher Teil (Basel, 1986), 294-306 with ills. 359-64.
45

Nos. 10-15 in Gubler’s scheme.

46

Nos. 17, 18, 28 in Gubler’s scheme.

47

No. 26 in Gubler’s scheme.

48

Nos. 29-31 in Gubler’s scheme.

49
For this master and his name-piece, some parts of which are found in the
Westfälisches Landesmuseum in Münster and others in the National Gallery in London,
see the following: Stange, Deutsche Malerei, VI (1954), 26-30 and ills. 36-44; Heinrich
Theodor Musper, Gotische Malerei nördlich der Alpen (Cologne, 1961), 214-15; Paul
Pieper in Liesborn: Kunst und Geschichte der ehemaligen Abtei (Exhibition catalogue,
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in the Westfälisches Landesmuseum in Münster, is divided by a
vertical line into halves, each half offers two scenes, one above the
other, but without an horizontal dividing line. All four scenes relate
fig. 7: Constantine, Helena, and Heraclius in four scenes

to the legend of the Cross. In the upper left quadrant we find a
variant on Constantine's vision: Constantine is kneeling in a
doorway; at his side an angel points to a cross in the sky. The lower
left quadrant depicts the verificatio; the subject of the test this time is
neither a woman nor a young man, but rather a boy. Helena holds a
Liesborn, 1965), esp. 13-16; Landesmuseum Münster Westfalen, Der Liesborner altar:
Die Bilder der Nationalgalerie in London und des Landesmuseums in Münster
(Exhibition catalogue, Münster, 1966); Stange, Tafelbilder, I, 159-61, no. 517; Wieland
Koenig, Studien zum Meister von Liesborn (Beckum, 1974), esp. 17-23 and ills. 1, 2; Paul
Pieper, Die deutschen, niederländischen und italienischen Tafelbilder bis um 1530.
Bestandskataloge des Westfälischen Landesmuseums für Kunst und Kulturgeschichte, ed.
Klaus Bussmann (Münster, 1986), 212-19, nos. 84-91.

Quidditas 25 (2004)

37

scepter in her left hand and wears a crown. The inventio is
suggested only by an open pit, above which two more crosses are
laid out. In the upper right quadrant two men, both wearing crowns,
are battling each other on a bridge, while their attendants on either
side of a river are watching. This should be interpreted as the combat
between Heraclius and the son of Chosroes, not as the Battle of
Milvian Bridge.50 In the lower right quadrant Heraclius, on
foot, barefoot, in penitent's dress, and carrying a large cross,
approaches an open gate of Jerusalem.51 The inside panels of
the two wings of this altar are in London's National Gallery.52
In 1485 or 1486 the painters Miguel Ximénez (Jiménez)
and Martin Bernat, with the former doing the greater share of
the work, painted an impressive retable of the Holy Cross for
the parish church of Blesa near Montalbán in Aragon. Thirteen
panels of this retable are now exhibited in the Museum of Fine
Arts in Zaragoza (Saragossa).53 Scenes of the Passion culminate
50

The same scene is to be seen in the village church of Fraurombach, in the
church of Santa Croce in Florence, and in the church of Wiesendangen. The Battle of the
Milvian Bridge and the combat between Heraclius and the son of Chostoes are parallels,
just as the inventio of the Cross by Helena and the recovery of the Cross by Heraclius are
parallels.
51

Inv. no. 1293 LM. See Stange, Deutsche Malerei, VI (1954), 30 and ill. 50;
and by the same, Tafelbilder, I, 163-4, no. 524; Pieper, Tafelbilder, 254-60, nos. 112-15;
Koenig, Meister von Liesborn, ills. 101-102a.
52
Stange, Deutsche Malerei, VI (1954), 30 and ills. 48-9; National Gallery,
London, Illustrated General Catalogue (London, 1973), 433-4, nos. 254-5; Koenig,
Meister von Liesborn, 62 and ills 83-4, 102b.
53

Chandler Rathfon Post, A History of Spanish Painting, VIII (Cambridge,
MA, 1941), 91-7 with figs. 34-5; José Gudiol i Ricart, Pintura Gotica (Madrid, 1955),
309-10 and fig. 269; José Camón Aznar, Pintura medieval Española (Madrid, 1966), 517
and fig. 500; José Manuel Escárraga, “El retablo de la Santa Cruz de la villa de Blesa,”
Seminario de Arte Aragonés, 13-15 (1968), 91-96 and unnumbered ill; José Guidiol i
Ricart, Pintura Medieval en Aragón (Zaragoza, 1971), 63, 85, no. 357 and figs. 196-200;
Miguel Beltrán Lloris and Belén Diaz de Rábago, Museo de Zaragoza: Secciones de
Arqueologia y Bellas Artes (Zaragoza, 1988), 158-60. The same two painters
collaborated on other retables. See Judith Berg Sobré, Behind the altar Table: The
Development of the Painted Retable in Spain, 1350-1500 (Columbia, Missouri, 1989), 29,
46, 61, 102, 187.
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in a Last Judgment. Four of the panels are of special interest in the
present context:
1.
2.
3.

4.

Helena, crowned, nimbed, and richly dressed, is seated
on a throne and interrogating the Jews.
Judas has been released from the well and is kneeling
before Helena.
Heraclius, on horseback, carrying a large cross, and
nimbed, is approaching the walls of Jerusalem. But
the gate is blocked in, and an angel appears above it.
Next to Heraclius, also on horseback, there is Helena,
wearing rich robes and a triple crown, nimbed, and
holding two large nails in her hand. (fig. 8)
An Exaltation: Heraclius and Helena, who is again
identified by two large nails in her hands, adore a
large cross, which is held up by two angels.

One may reasonably assume that there were two other panels
that depicted the inventio and the verificatio. A nimbed Heraclius
is unusual, as he certainly was never canonized. In both nos. 3 and 4
the association of Heraclius with Helena in a common theme is
carried one step further than we have so far observed: they are
shown, in a single composition, as contemporaries and partners in a
common enterprise, notwithstanding the fact that they are separated
from each other by three hundred years.
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But there is another example of it in the arts. We find it far away
from Spain in eastern Europe, namely in the eastern part of Slovakia,
formerly part of Hungary, in the city of Bardejo.54 (fig. 9)
fig. 9: Helena & Heraclius before Jerusalem

54

“Bardejo” or “Bardejov” in Slovak, “Bártfa” in Hungarian, and “Bartfeld” in
German. The city lies at the foot of the Carpathians in a district that was settled by
Germans in the 12th and 13th centuries and was known as “die Zips” (“Spis” in Slovak).
See the following: Oskar Schürer and Erich Wiese, Deutsche Kunst in der Zips (Brünn
[Brno], 1938), 3-17; Dernst Hochberger, Das grosse Buch der Slowakei (Sinn [Hesse],
1997), 69-75.
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There the Church of St. Egidius, the city's patron saint,
boasts no fewer than twelve altars, one of them an altar of the
Crucifixion, painted by an unnamed master c. 1480-1490. The
outside of the two wings is devoted to the themes of Helena and
Heraclius. When the altar is closed the viewer can see the following
scenes, reading from left to right and from top to bottom:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Helena interrogating the Jews, threatening to cast
them into a fire.
The inventio of the Cross.
The verificatio of the Cross.
Heraclius triumphant being stopped by an angel and
the gate being closed to him.
Heraclius penitent about to enter the city through an
open gate.
The Exaltation of the Cross.

In the fifth of these scenes Helena, whom we may easily identify,
joins Heraclius.55 Again Helena and Heraclius have become
contemporaries and partners.
Finally, this association has survived in the liturgy. The feast
of the Exaltation of the Cross is now observed, on 14 September, in
commemoration of both the inventio of the Cross by Helena, which
was formerly observed on 3 May, and the return of the Cross to
Jerusalem by Heraclius.
55
Of the original high altar only a statue of St. Egidius survives; the present
high altar is neo-Gothic. The eleven side altars, of which the altar of the Crucifixion is
one, are of the late Gothic period. See the following: Korné Divald, Old Hungarian Art
(Oxford, 1931), 134, 136; Dénes Radocsay, A Középkori Magyarország Táblaképei
[Panel Painting of Medieval Hungary] (Budapest, 1955), 269-70 and plts. CXIV, CXV;
Alexander Fricky, Bardejov: Kultúrne pamiatky (Bardejov, 1976), 49, no. 14; J. Bozová,
G Drobniak, and F. Gutek, Kostol sv. Egidia v Bardejove—The Church of St. Egidius in
Bardejov—Die St.-Ägidius-Kirche in Bartfeld (Bardejov, 1998), 57-63, esp. 61-3 with an
excellent photograph of the outer wings. Unfortunately the authors have misinterpreted
the first of the six scenes as the “Burning of the Crosses” and have disturbed the proper
sequences of the scenes.
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It is clear that Helena and Heraclius were both seen as
pious rulers in the service of the Cross. It is this service of the
Cross which allows for the inordinately close association of the
two personalities with each other across the centuries. Moreover
the legend of the inventio and verificatio enhanced the veneration
of the cross, the single most important symbol of Christianity
since the 4th century, while the legend of Heraclius effectively
taught a lesson in humility.56 The purpose of ecclesiastical art and
of hagiographical writing is not to establish an historical record,
but to edify the beholder.
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The chronicler Albert of Aix reports that, when the Crusaders took Jerusalem
in 1099, Godfrey of Bouillon separated himself from the general slaughter and entered
the city barefoot and clad only in a penitent’s dress. This story is hardly believable, but
enhances the stature of Godfrey. When St. Louis of France, in 1241, received a precious
relic of the True Cross from the Emperor Baldwin, he humbled himself in a manner
reminiscent of Heraclius. The chronicler Matthew Paris remarks specifically that St.
Louis was inspired by the example of Heraclius. When Lord Allenby entered Jerusalem
on 11 December 1917 at the head of his forces he was careful to do so on foot.

